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ABSTRACT 
The world is increasingly hungry for 
information. The demand for better access 
to information is even more marked in 
higher education than in society as a 
whole and, as research becomes more 
specialised and at the same time more 
interdisciplinary, the range of information 
sought by all engaged in higher educa-
tion is expanding. Libraries are faced with 
the problem of the timely and adequate 
supply of information held not only in 
conventional printed and manuscript docu-
ments but also in electronic data in vari-
ous formats including on-line data. An 
ever greater number of users seeks these 
materials. The paperless society which 
was forecast by some to accompany the 
revolution in information technology has 
yet to arrive and new approaches are 
needed in respect to how the library copes 
with the continued growth of material 
and demand. Libraries are increasingly 
constrained by escalating costs. More 
significantly, they are still constrained by 
unrealistic aspirations towards some ideal 
of self-sufficiency, by out-dated practi-
ces, and by lack of a clear strategic de-
velopment plan which will promote new 
concepts of service and exploit new 
methods of access to information. 
This paper seeks to explore the impact 
of this demand for information upon the 
academic library, and to consider how 
the academic library can develop in 
these changing circumstances to meet 
with increasing effectiveness the infor-
mation needs of scholars, researchers 
and students. 
It examines the need for new organisa-
tional structures to enable the library to 
influence the strategic planning and allo-
cation of resources in support of its role 
at the centre of a learning and research 
institution. It recognises that as teaching 
methods change to become more learn-
ing centred, the library must have both 
the authority and the vision to meet its 
responsibility for providing easy access 
to all forms of information. It must organ-
ise better access in the context of a real-
istic awareness of cost, value for money, 
and an effective service to its users. 
The author considers how the library 
should modify its collection develop-
ment and service policies in the light of 
information technology. It is critically im-
portant that new policies should be set in 
place that are built on a better assess-
ment of user needs, informed by greater 
collaboration between the user and the 
librarian. This implies a major change in 
conventional practice, and attitudes. It 
requires change in the perceived role 
and responsibilities of the librarian. These 
responsibilities include not only the man-
agement of resources, but also the con-
tribution the librarian needs to make to 
the development of the educational and 
research objectives of the university. The 
development of the library staff as experts 
in providing access to information and 
effectively managing the dissemination 
of information throughout the university 
is an essential part of any new policy. 
New priorities must be set to achieve 
new objectives. 
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The paper explores what yet needs to 
be done if the library is to achieve the 
vision that it lies at the heart of all 
learning, that it renews and augments 
the knowledge of all teachers and 
researchers, and that it provides 
access to information that is 
indispensable to lifelong learning 
throughout a wider community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
38 
 
Meeting new demands: 
The Role of the Library as a centre for Education 
and Research 
BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE. MICHAEL SMETHURST 
Michael Smethurst was Director-General of London Services (formerly Humanities 
and Social Sciences Division) in the British Library from 1986 to 1995, and Deputy 
Chief Executive from 1995 until his retirement in April 1996. His earlier career was as 
an academic librarian. He was Librarian of the University of Aberdeen 1972-1986, and 
previously he worked in various university, institute and college libraries. Throughout 
his career he has played an active part in the work of various national and 
international professional bodies. He has been President of the Scottish Library 
Association and Chairman of the Standing Conference of National and University 
Libraries in the UK, President of LIBER (1990-1995), Chairman of the International 
ESTC Committee (1986-1995) and Chairman of the Consortium of European 
Libraries from its foundation in 1993. He has served on the Board of the British 
Library (1986-1996) as a Trustee of the National Library of Scotland, and on the board 
of directors of RLG. He was appointed a Commander of the British Empire in1996 in 
recognition of his professional work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Meeting new demands: The Role of the Library as a centre for Education and Research 
 
 
 
 
 Dr. M. Smethurst CBE
----------------FORMERLY DIRECTOR GENERAL OF THE BRITISH LIBRARY 
 
 
 
Meeting new demands: The Role of the Library as a centre for Education and Research 
 
 
 
Dr. M. Smethurst CBE 
- FORMERLY DIRECTOR GENERAL OF THE BRITISH LIBRARY 
 
 
 
Meeting new demands: The Role of the Library as a centre for Education and Research 
 
 
 
 Dr. M. Smethurst CBE
- FORMERLY DIRECTOR GENERAL OF THE BRITISH LIBRARY 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
45 
 
